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ABSTRACT

Two studies examined adolescent students' achievement values. Study 1 participants were 146

male and 161 female African American 7th and 8th graders attending an all-Black middle school.

Using sociometric procedures, participants nominated classmates whom they admired, respected,

and wanted to be like. These nominations were combined to create a "value" index. Respondents

also nominated classmates who tried hard, followed school rules, did not try hard, did not follow

school rules, wore nice clothes, and were good at sports. All participants were classified

according to achievement level (high, medium, or low). Gender differences in the nomination

pattern revealed that girls valued high achieving girls more than low achieving girls. The opposite

was true for African American male respondents who tended to show preferences for low

achieving boys. We partially replicated these gender patterns in an ethnically diverse middle school

sample consisting of African American, Latino, and White middle school students (n's = 159, 240,

and 60 respectively). In Study 2, girls across the three ethnic groups tended to value same-

ethnicity girls who were high achievers. White males showed a pattern of preferences similar to

girls. African American and Latino boys, on the other hand, valued same gender males who were

low achievers. The implications of the findings for gender by ethnicity differences in adolescent

achievement values are discussed.
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Falling Stars: The Valuing of Academic Achievement

Among African American, Latino, and White Adolescents

A great deal of motivation research documents that children who believe that

achievement is due to effort are more likely to persist after failure than those who believe that

achievement is determined by ability. Attribution theory can account for this robust empirical

finding by analyzing the causal distinctions between effort and ability (see Weiner, 1986).

According to the theory, effort is internal, unstable and controllable. This means that effort is

perceived as a characteristic of the person that is both modifiable and subject to volitional influence

(i.e. you can try harder next time). Ability, on the other hand, is perceived as internal, but stable

and uncontrollable (i.e. you are either able or unable to achieve and this is a chronic condition). It

therefore seems reasonable that children who value effort and recognize its importance are more

likely to do well in school, especially when failure is encountered, compared to those who

consider ability to be the major factor in determining achievement.

Because effort is a key variable in achievement contexts, some researchers have suggested

that one explanation for poor school performance among African American children is that they do

not value effort and working hard. For example, Steinberg, Dornbusch and Brown (1992) argued

that perceived barriers to mobility are so great that African American youth may not recognize

effort-outcome covariation. Drawing on their anthropological studies, Fordham and Ogbu (1986)

suggested that African American students have developed an opposition to activities such as

academic achievement that are considered to be the domain of White Americans. High achievement

and working hard, elements relating to academic success, may be associated with "acting white"

and therefore may be devalued among African American youth, particularly adolescents.

While this notion of African American youth devaluing effort has much popular appeal, as

yet there is relatively little empirical research on the topic. Even fewer studies address what

African American children do value, be that achievement or otherwise. This is consistent with

general research in motivation which has tended to neglect the study of values (Wigfield & Eccles,

1994).
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The two studies reported here begin to address the lack of research on achievement values,

particularly among African American youngsters. Our goal was to examine whether academic

achievement and hard work are indeed devalued by samples of early adolescents who differ in

gender and ethnicity.

In devising a methodology that lessened social desirability, we used sociometric procedures

where participants nominate classmates who fit various behavioral descriptions. Here we asked

participants to nominate the classmates whom they most admired, respected, and wanted to be like.

Our rationale for these questions was that if we can identify the characteristics of individuals whom

an adolescent admires, respects, and wants to be like, this tells us something about the

characteristics they value. We also had students nominate peers who fit the descriptions of

working hard and getting good grades, goofing off and not getting good grades, following school

rules or not following school rules, being good at sports, and wearing nice clothes. Asking these

additional questions allowed us to examine relations between being "valued" (i.e., nominated as

admired, respected, etc.) and other characteristics such as trying hard or not, being socially

compliant, and having non academic-related competencies such as being a good athlete.
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STUDY 1

Method

Participants.

Participants were 146 male and 161 female African American 7th and 8th graders from 10

classrooms of students attending a predominantly Black (99%) middle school in the Los Angeles

area. Only students who returned signed parent consent forms participated in the study.

Materials

Participants completed a 9-item sociometric instrument in their homerooms. With the aid of

a class roster, students were instructed to write the names of three students whom they most: (1)

admired; (2) respected; and (3) wanted to be like. They also nominated classmates who: (4) work

hard and get good grades; (5) "goof off" and don't get good grades; (6) follow school rules; (7)

don't follow school rules; (8) are good at sports; and (9) wear nice clothes. After the peer

nominations were completed, students participated in a competitive, timed word game for which

each participant received a prize. All procedures were conducted by three African American and

one Caucasian female graduate students who worked in pairs.

While students completed the peer nomination procedures, their homeroom teachers rated

each student's achievement level on a 9-point scale (1 = very low achiever; 9 = very high

achiever). These ratings were used to divide participants into three achievement levels, designated

as high (ratings of 7 to 9), medium (4 -6) and low (1-3).

Results

Table 1 shows the correlations for all the nomination questions. Nominations for

"admire", "respect", and "want to be like" were highly intercorrelated (average r=.70). That is, the

more nominations a student had for being admired, the more he or she received for being respected

and chosen as someone the nominator wanted to be like. These nominations were therefore

summed to form one "value" index.
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All respondents were classified as high, medium or low achievers based on teacher ratings

of their achievement. Using loglinear analysis, we then examined the "value" nominations as a

function for both the achievement level and gender of the nominated student. All of the participants

in this study were African American and the data for female and male respondents were examined

separately.

Figure 1 shows the data for female respondents. There was a significant x2(2) = 14.85 p <

.001, indicating an effect of gender and achievement level of nominee. Girls overwhelmingly

reported that they valued other girls (92%). Girls also tended to nominate high achieving girls

(48%) more than medium (28%) and low achieving girls (16%).

Figure 2 shows the data for Black male respondents and here the pattern is quite different,

significant x2(2) = 101.70 p < .001. Boys were more likely to value other boys rather than girls

(69% versus 31%). These within gender preferences however, were weaker than those shown by

girls. If African American males nominated girls, the pattern showed a linear relationship between

achievement level and valuing. That is, boys were more likely to nominate high achieving girls as

valued (57%) than low achieving girls (5%). These percentages exceeded what would have been

expected if there was no relationship between achievement level and value nominations.

When we turn to males' nominations for other boys, the respondents overwhelmingly

nominated (over-valued) low achievers and under nominated (under-valued) high achieving boys:

respectively, z = 4.34 and -3.53, p's < .01.

In summary, the data showed that girls valued high achieving girls more than average and

low achieving girls. Boys on the other hand valued low achieving boys more than high achieving

boys. While challenging the notion that African American adolescents do not value effort and

achievement, the data do suggest that Black male and females might differ in the achievement

characteristics that they value.
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An unanswered question from study 1 is whether the gender differences in the valuing of

effort are specific to African Americans or whether there is a general devaluing of effort among

boys relative to girls during adolescents. The suggestion that boys do not value high achievers

may simply be a reflection of the values of all males at this age, regardless of their ethnicity. It

may be the case that pre-adolescent males rebel against authority and social expectations during this

stage of development. To begin to explore the generality of these findings, we replicated study 1

in an ethnically diverse school with African American, Latino, and White participants.

STUDY 2

Method

The methods in this study were exactly the same as those in Study 1 except that the

participant population was comprised of 159 African American (male n=67), 240 Latino (male

n=124), and 60 White (male n=28) 6th-8th graders attending an ethnically diverse middle school.

In addition, students' achievement levels were determined from their cumulative grade point

averages which were obtained from their school records.

Results

Frequencies showed that girls overwhelmingly nominated other girls (89%) and boys

strongly preferred other boys (72%) as admired, respected, and wanting to be like (x2(1) = 964.26

p < .001

Figure 3 shows the data for female respondents' nominations of other females as a function

of ethnicity and achievement level. The first panel shows the data for African American female

respondents. There was an effect for ethnicity and achievement level x2(4) = 67.42 p < .001.

Girls nominations indicated that they valued medium achievers (35%) and high achievers (54%)

but not low achievers (12%). They were also more likely to nominate other African American

8
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females (58%) compared to Latinas (24%) and Whites (19%). Given that they were most likely to

nominate high achievers and African Americans, the nomination pattern for high, medium, and low

achieving African Americans did not differ significantly form what one would expect (all z's

<1.96). However, when it came to nominations of White females, the percentage of responses

that went to high achievers exceeded what one would expect by chance (z=4.95 p < .01).

A similar patter of data was found for Latina's (see middle panel of figure 3). A significant

x2(4) = 85.06 p < .001 indicated an effect of ethnicity and achievement level. Like African

American females, Latinas were more likely to value high achievers (45%) and medium achievers

(38%) and least likely to value low achievers (17%). Latinas also showed within ethnicity

preference in that they were more likely to value other Latinas (65%) compared to African

American (17%) and white (18%) females.

The loglinear analysis showed that nominations for high achieving black females and white

females exceeded what would be expected if there was no relationship between what Latinas

valued in terms of ethnicity and achievement level. They also under nominated medium achieving

African American and White females. For the Latina nominees, the medium achievers received

more nominations that would be expected relative to the other two ethnic groups (z = 3.47 p <

.01).

Among the white females there was a significant x2(4) = 62.37 p < .001. White females

overwhelmingly valued high achieving girls (65%) compared to medium (23%) and low achieving

girls (12%). They also tended not to select African American girls (13%) compared to Latinas

(46%) and other whites (41%). When other white females were valued, those who were high in

achievement greatly exceeded what would be expected by chance (z = 2.66, p < .05), whereas the

nominations for low and medium achieving white females were lower than what one would have

expected (z = -2.90 and -2.35 respectively, p's < .05).

9
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In summary, frequencies showed that students overwhelmingly made same gender

nominations. Girls tended to make same ethnicity "value" nominations with the exception of White

females who had high nominations for both Latina and White females. In addition, girls tended to

"value" high or medium achieving females and not low achieving females. This was true for each

ethnic group.

Figure 4 shows the data for male respondents' nominations of other males as a function of

ethnicity and achievement level. The first panel shows a significant x2(4) = 10.72 p < .05.

African American boys were more likely to nominate as valued, other African American boys

(64%) compared to Latino (26%) and White boys (10%). However, among their black nominees,

African American males tended to over nominate low achieving African American males.

Among Latinos (middle panel, x2(4) = 37.74 p < .001) boys overwhelmingly valued other

Latino boys (80%) compared to African American (11%) and white boys (9%). Latinos also

preferred low achievers (42%) compared to high achievers (24%) with medium achievers falling in

between (35%). As with African American males, Latinos also tended to over nominate their low

achieving male classmates.

The third panel shows a significant x2(4) = 39.89 p < .001. White males showed a

preference for while male classmates (57%) compared to Latinos (25%) and African American

males (18%). They also overwhelmingly valued high achievers (67%) compared to medium

achievers (23%) and low achievers (10%). Thus, the white male data resembled the female

response pattern more than it resembled that of African American and Latino males. These

nominations of high achieving white males far exceeded what would have been expected by chance

(z = 2.01 p < .05).

In summary, findings for White male value nominations are similar to that for girls in that

they preferred high achievers to medium or low achievers. In contrast however, African American
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and Latino males are more likely to nominate low achievers as being valued and least likely to

nominate high achievers. This data for African American males replicates the data in study 1.

INTERPRETATIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

The results raise concern for minority males' achievement values and underscore some of

the problems these youngsters face when viewed from a motivational perspective. There is little

doubt that the popular press and other media confirm negative images of young African American

and other minority males, often associating being minority and male with academic disengagement

and social deviance. It may therefore be that minority males in our study are partly responding to

the perceived stereotypes of others. For these students, adopting a "cool pose" (Majors & Bilson,

1992), that is, displaying relative indifference to those who display achievement behaviors that are

valued by the larger society, may be one esteem-protecting mechanism by which such youngsters

cope with the dual stresses of academic challenge and perceived discrimination.

On the other hand, we cannot be certain that our findings indicate that ethnic minority males

actually do devalue effort. As can be seen in Tables 1 and 2, value nominations also are positively

correlated with nominations for wearing nice clothes and being good in sports. Thus, rather than

devaluing effort, the data for minority males might be demonstrating that these young adolescents

value some nonacademic but positive characteristics, such as being well dressed or athletically

competent

Future studies might examine these hypotheses as well as the added possibility of

developmental trends in the value structures held by youth. There are no easy answers to

questions raised by our findings, for no doubt they cannot be understood without more attention to

the complex interplay between ethnicity and gender among adolescent populations. We also

believe that the study of achievement values and how they get expressed in the broader context of

social influences (i.e., peers, parents) is an untapped source of information about motivational

processes in ethnic minority youth.

11



Value of Academic Achievement 11

REFERENCES

Fordham, S. & Ogbu, J.U. (1986). Black students' school success: Coping with the

"burden of acting White". Urban Review, 18, 176-206.

Majors, R., & Bilson, J. (1992). Cool pose: The dilemmas of black manhood in America.

New York: Lexington.

Steinberg, L., Dornbusch, S.M., and Brown, B.B. (1992). Ethnic differences in

adolescent achievement: An ecological perspective. American Psychologist, 47, 723-729.

Wigfield, A. & Eccles, J.S. (1992). The development of achievement task values: A

theoretical analysis. Developmental Review, 12, 265-310.

Weiner, B.(1986). An attributional theory of motivation and emotion. New York:

Springer-Verlag.



T
ab

le
 1

C
or

re
la

tio
ns

 B
et

w
ee

n 
th

e 
N

om
in

at
io

ns
 A

cr
os

s 
A

ll 
R

es
po

nd
en

ts
: S

tu
dy

 1

B
eL

ik
e

E
ff

or
t

R
ul

es
N

oE
ff

or
t

N
oR

ul
es

Sp
or

ts
C

lo
th

es

A
dm

ir
e

A
dm

ir
e

R
es

pe
ct

R
es

pe
ct

.7
3*

**

B
eL

ik
e

.7
4*

**
.6

4*
**

E
ff

or
t

.6
0*

**
.6

1*
**

R
ul

es
.3

9*
**

.5
1*

**

N
o 

E
ff

or
t

-.
11

-.
14

*

N
o 

R
ul

es
-.

07
-.

12
*

Sp
or

ts
.1

6*
*

.0
7

C
lo

th
es

.4
9*

**
.3

9*
** 13

V
al

ue
 o

f 
A

ca
de

m
ic

 A
ch

ie
ve

m
en

t 1
2

.5
0*

**

.3
3*

**

-.
05

-.
02

.2
2*

**

.5
9*

**

.7
8*

*

-.
24

**

-.
24

**

-.
04

.1
5*

-.
25

**
*

-.
26

**
*

-.
15

*

-.
03

.9
1*

**

.2
9*

**

-.
04

.3
1*

**

-.
00

.2
0*

*

14



V
al

ue
 o

f 
A

ca
de

m
ic

 A
ch

ie
ve

m
en

t 1
3

T
ab

le
 2

C
or

re
la

tio
ns

 B
et

w
ee

n 
th

e 
N

om
in

at
io

ns
 A

cr
os

s 
A

ll 
R

es
po

nd
en

ts
: S

tu
dy

 2

A
dm

ir
e

R
es

pe
ct

B
e 

L
ik

e

E
ff

or
t

R
ul

es

N
o 

E
ff

or
t

N
o 

R
ul

es

Sp
or

ts

C
lo

th
es

A
dm

ir
e

.8
4*

**

.8
6*

**

.5
8*

**

.1
6*

**

-.
09

*

-.
06

.3
3*

*

.3
4*

**

R
es

pe
ct

.7
9*

**

.5
7*

**

.2
0*

**

.0
0

-.
06

.3
5*

**

.4
0*

**

B
eL

ik
e

.5
4*

**

.1
3*

*

-.
07

-.
03

.3
1*

**

.3
3*

**

E
ff

or
t

.5
4*

**

-.
15

**

-.
09

*

.3
9*

**

.2
9*

**

R
ul

es -.
05

.1
1*

*

.1
4*

**

.2
8*

**

N
oE

ff
or

t

.8
0*

**

.2
9*

**

-.
04

N
oR

ul
es

.1
3*

*

.2
5*

*

Sp
or

ts
C

lo
th

es

.4
0*

**



50
45
40

N 35
= 30
CLen 25
cc 20

15
10

5
0

FEMALE RESPONDENTS

[--1 I r--1. I . g

Low Medium High Low Medium High
Male Mal e Mal e Female Female Femal e

Achievement

Figure 1. Percentage of female respondents' nominations by gender

and achievement level.

30
25

MALE RESPONDENTS

5

0
Low Medium m High
Mal e Male Male

Low Medium
Femal e Female

Achievement

High
Femal e

Figure 2. Percentage of male respondents' nominations by gender

and achievement level.



18

F
ig

ur
e 

3.
 P

er
ce

nt
 o

f s
am

e 
ge

nd
er

 "
va

lu
e"

 n
om

in
at

io
ns

 b
y

et
hn

ic
 g

ro
up

: F
em

al
e 

re
sp

on
de

nt
s

35 30

U
) O
 2

5

O 0 a)
 2

0
C

C O
15

C (1
)

U
)

0

0.

A
fr

ic
an

-A
m

er
ic

an
F

em
al

e
R

es
po

nd
en

ts

A
f-

A
m

.
La

tin
o

F
em

al
es

F
em

al
es

W
hi

te

F
em

al
es

35 30 25 20 15 10

La
tin

a
W

hi
te

 F
em

al
e

R
es

po
nd

en
ts

R
es

po
nd

en
ts

35

A
 f 

-A
m

.
La

tin
o

W
hi

te

F
em

al
es

F
em

al
es

F
em

al
es

Lo
w

 A
ch

.
M

ed
 A

ch
.

H
ig

h 
A

ch
.

N
om

in
ee

s

30 25 20 15 10

A
f-

A
m

.
La

tin
o

W
hi

te

F
em

al
es

F
em

al
es

F
em

al
es

19



30 25

C
l) a) 0

20

a N a) C
C

15

44
6 C C
) (j1

0
41

)

C
L.

F
ig

ur
e 

4.
 P

er
ce

nt
of

 s
am

e 
ge

nd
er

 "
va

lu
e"

no
m

in
at

io
ns

 b
y 

et
hn

ic
 g

ro
up

:
M

al
e 

re
sp

on
de

nt
s

A
fr

ic
an

-A
m

er
ic

an
 M

al
e

R
es

po
nd

en
ts

A
 f-

 A
m

.

M
al

 e
s

La
tin

o
M

al
es

W
hi

t e

M
al

es

40 35 30 25 20 15 10 5

La
tin

o
W

hi
te

 M
al

e

R
es

po
nd

en
ts

R
es

po
nd

en
ts

50 45 40 35 30 25 20

Lo
w

 A
ch

.
©

 M
ed

 A
ch

.
H

ig
h 

A
ch

.

?0

15 10 5

lir
0

A
f-

A
m

.
La

tin
o

W
hi

te

M
al

es
M

al
es

M
al

es

N
om

in
ee

s

A
 f-

A
m

.
L.

at
in

o

M
al

es
M

al
es 21

W
hi

te
M

al
es



U.S. Department of Education
Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OEM)

Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC)

REPRODUCTION RELEASE

I. DOCUMENT IDENTIFICATION:

(Specific Document)

ERIC

Title:

faU-11361.-- 3rAiz-S QP-911364-. dti- ANCVLOYUC

Author(s):.{FKII. Ta*DE, 5D,ODIA Gg-atia/n
Corporate Source:

Aei1006,_ Arneg_k c_40,3

txm-D It4 TG

AVAtlellrler A 4.71:03l7eS Cour:SI-9

Clip-rOrt A
Publication Date:

Peeli.. 199 rt

II. REPRODUCTION RELEASE:
In order to disseminate as widely as possible timely and significant materials of interest to the educational community, documents announced

in the monthly abstract journal of the ERIC system, Resources in Education (RIE), are usually made available to users in microfiche, reproduced
paper copy, and electronic/optical media, and sold through the ERIC Document Reproduction Service (EDRS) or other ERIC vendors. Credit is
given to the source of each document, and, if reproduction release is granted, one of the following notices is affixed to the document.

If permission is granted to reproduce and disseminate the identified document, please CHECK ONE of the following two options and sign at
the bottom of the page.

F1

Check here
For Level 1 Release:
Permitting reproduction in
microfiche (4" x 6" film) or
other ERIC archival media
(e.g., electronic or optical)
and paper copy.

Sign
here->
please

The sample sticker shown below will be

affixed to all Level 1 documents

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL

HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

\e

511'
(0?

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

Level 1

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 2 documents

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS

MATERIAL IN OTHER THAN PAPER
COPY HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

Level 2

Documents will be processed as indicated provided reproduction quality permits. If permission
to reproduce is granted, but neither box is checked, documents will be processed at Level 1.

Check here
For Level 2 Release:
Permitting reproduction in
microfiche x 6" film) or
other ERIC archival media
(e.g., electronic or optical),
but not in paper copy.

S

"I hereby grant to the Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) nonexclusive permission to reproduce and disseminate
this document as indicated above. Reproduction from the ERIC microfiche or electronic/optical media by persons other than
ERIC employees and its system contractors requires permission from the copyright holder. Exception is made for non-profit
reproduction by libraries and other service agencies to satisfy information needs of educators in response to discrete inquiries.'

anGtiO1'7Kaaress. ucLiot
-e.o\c, 9 51 S02,I

cAa 9 socti---- m *D-1

Printed Name/Position/Title: ANAL_
RESE-Aar-4-1 ASSOcA ATE
Telephone: .300 rAY: Qao

-1330 (4%.°-61.3
E-Mail Address:
Wa.-rraye_ciLe

00%k

Date: pl

62nd Biennial Mtg. of the Society for Research in Child Development (Wash., D.C., Apr. 3-6, 1997)



University of Illinois
at Urbana-Champaign

August 22, 1997

Dear Colleague:

ERIC
Clearinghouse on Elementary and Early Childhood Education
National Parent Information Network

Children's Research Center
51 Gerty Drive
Champaign, IL 61820-7469

217 333-1386 800 583-4135 toll free
217 333-3767 far ericeeceguiuc.edu e-mail

After doing a blanket solicitation for papers at the 62nd Biennial Meeting of the Society for
Research in Child Development held in Washington, D.C., April 3-6, 1997, I am now
contacting individual presenters, particularly in our scope of early childhood through early
adolescence, to consider sending two copies of your presentations for possible inclusion in
the ERIC database. As you may know, ERIC (the Educational Resources Information
Center) is a federally-sponsored information system for the field of education. Its main
product is the ERIC database, the world's largest source of education information. The
Clearinghouse on Elementary and Early Childhood Education is one of sixteen subject-
specialized clearinghouses making up the ERIC system. We collect and disseminate
information relating to all aspects of children's development, care, and education.

Ideally, your paper should be at least eight pages long and not have been published elsewhere
at the time of submission. Announcement in ERIC does not prevent you from publishing
your paper elsewhere because you still retain complete copyright. Your paper will be
reviewed and we will let you know within six weeks if it has been accepted.

Please complete and sign the reproduction release on the back of this letter and return it with
two copies of your presentation to ERIC/EECE. If you have any questions, please call me at
(800) 583-4135 or by (e-mail at ksmith5@uiuc.edu). I look forward to hearing from you
soon.

Sincerely,

aren E. Smith
Acquisitions Coordinator

Enclosures

http://ericps.crc.uiuc.edu/ericeece.html
http://ericps.crc.uiuc.edu/npin/npinhome.html


